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Abstract 
The qualitative research was carried out in a private institution of higher learning. The participants were undergraduates who 
volunteered for the research. The participants read a canonical text and data were collected from the participants’ journals, online 
forum postings and interviews.  This paper discusses how literature is an effective pedagogical tool in teaching language skills. It 
also discusses how participants used movies online to help understand canonical texts. It is argued that movies can be used as a 
pedagogical tool to bridge students’ reading and understanding of canonical texts. 
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1. Introduction 
 
Proponents of literature encourage the reading and teaching of literature for varied reasons.  Early advocates of  
literature include I. A. Richards (1924), who wrote that the reader’s inquiring mind is simply his own way of finding  
a place and function for all experiences and activities. F. R. Leavis, (1963) believed that literature plays an important 
part in the formation of a child’s soul. Bloom (1994) invokes the reading of literature, specifically, the Western 
Canon, for its aesthetic qualities and to confront one’s mortality. The view that the experience and study of literature 
fosters a more sound understanding of life and nourishes the development of balanced, humane personalities is 
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expressed by Rosenblatt (1968) while Kramsch and Kramsch (2000) reiterate that in the early part of the twentieth 
century for learners to study a foreign language often lead to a close study of canonical texts in that language. 
 
Such close readings of texts for pleasure rather than communicative needs were seen to be an “elitist pursuit” 
(Carter, 2007, p.6) but it was a pursuit that eventually led to the use of literary texts in the classroom. The 
proponents of literature not only recommended the study of literature as a means to improve one’s personal social 
and moral standards; the study of literature was also advocated in the language classroom by educationists and 
language theoreticians. Advocates of literature in the language classroom put forward theoretical and more 
importantly practical ideas of using literature in the language classroom. Researchers of literature in the English 
language classroom, including studying English as a second language (ESL) or studying English as a foreign 
language (EFL), have proposed that the use of literature would enhance the study and command of the English 
language. Widdowson (1992) discusses educational relevance; recreation and language awareness in teaching 
literature, specifically in the genre of poetry. The use of literary texts as a resource or “literature with a small l” in 
the language classroom was introduced by McRae (1991).  The reading of literary texts for classroom study and 
literature gained greater recognition with the increase of publications that discussed the practical ways based on 
educational theory (Carter and Long, 1991; Brumfit, 2001).  
 
Researchers and authors perceive the use of literature in the classroom for different purposes, specifically, in the 
reading of literature by young people. For example, literary texts are used in the classroom to help young people 
overcome their bereavement (Jones, 2001).  Novels are discussed in classes that may help struggling teens deal with 
pressures and issues in today’s contemporary society (Bodart, 2002). Literature is used as an instrument to help 
troubled teenagers to cope with identity issues (Kaplan, 1999), societal issues (Carroll, 1999) and family issues 
(Kaywell, 1999).  
 
Thus, literary texts have been seen as a positive mean to evoke the readers’ emotions. Literary texts have been 
read for a multitude of reasons that ranges from adults reading for pleasure to young readers discovering themselves. 
 
2.  Review of Related Literature 
 
A study by Hirvela (2001) examined the reactions of learners to literary texts in a writing course. Hirvela reports 
that students responded well to the texts and advises the use of literary texts in the language classroom. In a later 
study, Hirvela (2005) investigated the use of a novel in the composition class and he reports that the students were 
enthusiastic and positive about the use of a literary text in the language classroom. Diaz-Santos (2000) also reaches 
the same conclusion as he writes that his students in an ESP class found the use of technothriller novels valuable, 
interesting and informative and these students felt that they had learned a great deal through the use of these novels. 
Meskill and Ranglova (2000) found that students responded well to a curriculum that incorporated literature in the 
language classroom in Bulgaria. In contrast, Kelly and Krishnan (1995) found that their students found reading 
literature in the language class problematic as these students found interacting with the literary text difficult. 
 
Vethamani (2007b, p.31) posits that the reader-response approach seems very “suitable in the ESL classroom 
where reading programmes are implemented to help students develop the reading habit and become lifelong 
readers.” The Malaysian literature classroom employs “a learner-centred approach that encourages learners to give 
their own points of views with textual evidence” (Vethamani 2007c, p.6). Thus, in the Malaysian context of English 
being taught as a second language or even a foreign language, it is therefore appropriate for the literature teacher 
who intends to teach literature as a canonical text or as a literary text in a proficiency class, to acquire an 
understanding of the different reader- response approaches.  
 
There are many researches published that use reader-response criticism as a framework to discuss and validate 
the data. Soublis and Winkler (2004) write how reader-response theory surpassed the classroom literary activity to 
become a platform for students (and teachers) to transcend bias. Carlisle introduces the activity of student written 
355 Rajandaran Perumal /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  123 ( 2014 )  353 – 360 
reading logs as a practical application of reader-response theory in EFL literature teaching. This gives the students 
an opportunity “to interact with the text, and to tap into their individual responses to the literature” (2000, p.12). 
 
Ganakumaran (2007:20) highlights that “teachers and students of literature will greatly benefit from having some 
knowledge of theory and reading approaches.” Readers acquire a sense of empowerment when they are able to deal 
with reading literary texts with the proper reading skills and tools of enquiry. This contributes to readers having a 
wide selection of literary texts to read in the classroom and for teachers to have sound theoretical foundation in 
teaching literary texts in the classroom. 
 
Brooks (2006) discusses African American children responses to African American children’s literature and she 
situates her study within 2 broad categories of reader-response criticism. She uses reader-response theory as a 
theoretical framework as she believes this will allow students from African background to see themselves depicted 
in print and these books will provide opportunities for linking cultural knowledge and experiences to text worlds. 
Marhafer (1988) uses a psychological reader-response approach to read a poem by Emily Dickinson. Tucker (2000) 
discusses how reader-response activities combat lack of interest in introductory literature courses. She writes how 
the value of employing a reader-response approach in the introductory literature course helps maintain the student 
interest and involvement necessary for a pedagogically good course. 
 
Reader-response criticism used as a framework in teaching and reading literature offers the teacher and student 
many avenues and ways of approaching and interpreting the literary text. The onus lies on the teacher to choose a 
particular strand of reader-response that will suit the objectives of the lesson or to the personality of the students. 
Rosenblatt (1970, p.121) sums this up eloquently when she says, 
 
The teacher’s challenge, as well as the challenge of the other students, will stimulate each of them to search for 
knowledge that will clarify the problems he encounters and will supply the basis for valid judgments. Here the 
teacher of literature may legitimately see it as his function to point to the existence of helpful bodies of knowledge. 
He will have made a valuable contribution if the student leaves his experience of the literary work eager to learn 
what the psychologist, the sociologist, and the historian have to offer him. 
 
Probst describes personal response as 
 
…comments about oneself.  They [readers] may express feelings produced by the work read or 
describe incidents or individuals it called to mind. These responses may draw heavily upon the text, 
but they are more likely to depart from it or abandon it completely…. (2004, p.94). 
 
Thus, the focus on a personal response is the reader. The reader in a personal response departs from the text and 
draws heavily upon his or her own experiences. The introductory interaction with the text that elicited the response 
is soon given up for a full-fledged expression of personal experiences and personal feelings. The text is abandoned 
and the self is foregrounded.  
 
This brings about three problems for the teacher who faces a student who has just gone off on a tangent 
expressing his or her personal thoughts rather than a valid reaction to the literary text. First, students may use these 
personal digressions as a means to side step any serious interaction with the literary text. The student may use this 
personal response to avoid talking about the text. “Responding with opinions and feelings is not the sum total of 
reading” (Probst, 2004, p. 94).  The second problem is that the classroom may become a venue for self-expression 
that has no connection to the literary text and the whole process becomes a voyeuristic exercise for the rest of the 
students in the class. There will be students who cannot help but bare their souls in the class and consequently, 
embarrass themselves and their peers.  
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The teacher needs to tactfully lead the student from this self-exploratory exercise and lead the student back into 
talking about the text or even encouraging the other students to talk. The third problem is that the personal 
comments might invite “amateur psychoanalysis” (Probst, 2004, p.95).  Neither the students in the class or the 
teacher is qualified to analyze a student based on what he or she says in the class. Amateur psychoanalysis may 
damage both the student’s self-belief and self-confidence and damage students’ trust in the teacher to facilitate a 
literature class.   
 
Hirvela (1996) writes that the prevailing notion of personal-response limits the value of the responses. Personal 
response is a reader’s view that may have been initiated by a reading of the text but the response has slowly but 
surely gone into a realm of personal opinion. This type of response needs to be curtailed and the student needs to be 
skillfully guided by the teacher into responding to the literary text. 
 
3. Methodology 
 
Reader-response criticism leads to a great array of classroom ideas that can elicit and validate readers’ responses. 
Iser (1978) writes that reader-response criticism has pedagogical implications and that as much as reader-response 
theory explains the processes involved when a text is read, the theory has also made reading teachable. Carter and 
Long (1991:195) state that most theoretical investigations have “strong implications for the teaching of literature in 
a second or foreign language context.” 
 
Reader-response theory validates the reader’s response to a literary text. These responses are part of the 
meaning-making processes that the reader goes through. The process is cyclical and may continue every time the 
reader takes up that particular text and reads it. Reader –response has some underlying differences with personal 
response. Thus reader-response is used as a framework to discuss and validate the responses of the participants.   
 
The 14 participants of this study were young adults of Malaysian origin from a local private institution. They 
were undergraduates who volunteered for this research. Their ages ranged from 18 to 23. The participants came 
from the faculties of business, law and information technology. These young adults were asked to read one text from 
the canonical category: Great Expectations (Charles Dickens) or Wuthering Heights (Emily Bronte). Students’ 
responses were collected using journals, postings on online forums and semi-structured interviews. The students’ 
responses or data were categorized and investigated. A qualitative study of the data based on the following question 
was examined and discussed: How do students use movies based on novels to understand the reading of the 
respective novel? 
 
4. Discussion 
 
One of the strategies used by the participants in this study was to watch the movie based on Wuthering Heights 
and Great Expectations when they had problems reading the respective texts. The students were not told by the 
lecturer to watch a movie or to refer to online resources. The students of their own accord looked for movies on 
Youtube and watched the movies as they read the novels.  
 
The extracts below are from students’ responses to reading the canonical texts, Wuthering Heights and Great 
Expectations. The students indicate how they use movies to help with their reading and understanding of the 
respective novels. 
 
I searched for the movie on Youtube and found it, if at least I watched it could help me understand. 
Chad/Great Expectations 
 
Chad depended on his prior knowledge of the availability of movies on Youtube to search for the film based on 
the canonical text. He was confident that watching the movie would help him understand the canonical text. Thus, 
the movie was an entry point and also a scaffolding for him to understand the text. 
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…watched a short clip of the movie on youtube. I kept pace of the movie with the reading of the 
novel. 
Melissa/Wuthering Heights 
 
Melissa who watched the movie on Youtube had her own design of reading and watching the movie. She “kept 
pace” her reading of the text with watching the movie. She read five to six chapters and watched the movie to the 
point of the chapters that she had read. She then, wrote her journal entries after having a better understanding of 
what she had read by watching the movie. 
 
I used the help of a movie to give me a general picture of what the novel (Great Expectations) was 
about. In addition to that, I got a deeper understanding and clearer picture of what it might have been 
like then. I can proudly say that the movie brought life to the pages of Great Expectations. 
David / Great Expectations 
 
David’s understanding of the novel was at different levels. He used the movie to get a general idea of the novel. 
He also managed to get a deeper understanding of the novel by watching the movie. As a person who has not 
travelled abroad, he depended on the movie to bring “life” to the pages of the novels. The scenery depicted in the 
movie helped him to transfer the words on the page to pictures he could understand. David has a sense of 
accomplishment that he managed to understand the novel by using the movie as a bridge. 
 
The participants in their interviews reiterated that watching movies helped them to understand the novel better. It 
also helped the participants to picture scenery of descriptions of places and settings that they have not encountered. 
Shahid writes that the movie helped him to picture what a moor looks like. 
 
It helped me to picture how a moor looks like… 
Shahid / Wuthering Heights 
 
The dark castle and description of the things not touched (dust, rats) since she was abandoned at the 
altar was easier to picture after watching the movie. 
Ashu / Great Expectations 
 
Ashu finds that creating pictures of the dark and dilapidated castle “was easier” after watching the movie. The 
students repeatedly write in their journals that the movies helped them to picture the scenery better. The movies 
helped them to understand the canonical novel better. Thus, watching the movie was not an exercise that did not 
contribute to understanding reading but one that led to a better understanding of the novel. 
 
Many teachers are wary that students who watch movies will not read the texts that have been assigned to them. 
When books are adapted for the screen “the media and book people usually work together so that… either the 
opening or closing credits encourage viewers to read the book” (Donelson and Nilsen, 1989, p. 30). Literary texts 
that have been made into movies include the works of Shakespeare to contemporary novels like the Harry Potter 
series and Twilight series. Students are very comfortable with the visual media and the language propagated in the 
media.  
Students interact and learn easily from the visual media (Smilanich and Lafreniere, 2010, p. 605). Students feel 
comfortable with the language of the visual. The present generation grew up with the visuals of various media. This 
is a language that they seemingly learn easily and, via these visuals, the language of print literature becomes 
accessible. For the more proficient students, the study of film affords an opportunity to learn something new. The 
proficient students learn the words and techniques, which form the visuals that they watch in movies every day. As 
for the less proficient students, the challenging book is demystified. The film captures the book in a language that 
the student is able to understand. 
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The implication is that teachers by introducing a literary text that has been made into a movie can use both the 
text and movie together in the language or literature class. The teaching and reading of literature “should expand 
notions of literacy instruction and treat it as reading and writing for the purposes of communicating in many 
traditional and contemporary modes using multiple tools and resources” (Tarasiuk, 2010, p.544).  Films offer a new 
opportunity which may be more relevant to students, to exercise their opinions, engage in discussion with others, ask 
questions, internalize comprehension and eventually, make meaning of the literary text by using the movie as a basis 
(Smilanich and Lafreniere, 2010, p. 606). 
 
These guidelines (Eroz, 2009) have proved useful for choosing appropriate movies to accompany the texts that 
we read: 
 
x The movie should be based on a novel or a story so that the students have texts to read as well as a movie to 
watch. They follow the movie easily, enjoy the classroom discussions and improve their language skills. 
x The movie should be suitable to the age and proficiency level of the class. For example, an adult love story, a 
text with complex literary elements or passages with long, elaborate descriptions may not be suitable for certain 
groups of learners. 
x The movie should be free of cultural, ethnic or racial biases unless the teacher wishes to draw attention to such 
features. This is especially critical and challenging in a multi-cultural classroom where the teacher must be 
sensitive to the views of all students. 
x The movie should be a close version of the written piece. While it is nearly impossible to find a movie that 
follows the original text line by line, some are so unfaithful to the original text that they do not allow for 
meaningful discussion and comparison in class.  
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Movies chosen with careful thought to pedagogy, purpose, student literary proficiency and maturity can be a 
useful tool in making a reading of a canonical text more effective and interactive. 
 
5.  Conclusion 
 
Teachers should use online applications and internet sources as a pedagogical tool. Children and adolescents 
commonly use computers for playing games, completing school assignments, word processing, e-mail, and 
connecting to the Internet while the most frequent activities online are school work, e-mail, games, and finding news 
and product information (DeBell, and Chapman, 2006). Young adults are fascinated by new technologies and unlike 
their parents and some teachers, these young adults are growing up with information technology and tend to be 
open-minded and enthusiastic in their use and interaction with information technology. Many young adults watch 
movies that are based on novels. These include the Twilight series, Harry Potter series and books by Dan Brown.  
 
A study of students’ comparison of reading a novel and watching a movie based on the novel would give more 
insight into the pedagogical use of movies in the classroom. Young adults refer to online information and online 
sources in solving their academic questions and academic tasks (DeBell, and Chapman, 2006). It would be of great 
interest to educationists and developers of online information websites to identify the websites that young adults surf 
in their search for information, to solve academic tasks and to complete assignments. Teachers should look upon 
movies as a pedagogical tool to bridge young adults reading to canonical texts and not as distractions that destroys 
young adults’ interests in reading. 
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